Severe Legionnaire's disease requiring intensive care treatment.
Legionnaire's disease is well known as severe pneumonia requiring intensive care treatment in many cases. In this study the clinical course is described of patients admitted to the medical ICU of the University Hospital of Rotterdam for respiratory distress due to Legionnaire's disease. From the register of admissions to the medical ICU all patients suffering from Legionnaire's disease were identified. All data on clinical signs and symptoms present on admission were collected. The circumstances in which the infections were contracted were sought, as well as the tests establishing the diagnosis. The occurrence of various organ failures and complications were noted, as were the causes of death on the ICU. From 1978 till 1995 the diagnosis of Legionella pneumonia was made in 17 patients admitted to the ICU: in 13 patients a community-acquired infection was established. As in 12 patients Legionnaire's disease was diagnosed on serological tests, it took several weeks before the diagnosis could be established in these patients. In all patients the circumstances predisposing to Legionnaire's disease were noted. Respiratory distress was present in all patients, ventilatory support was required in 14. Apart from this, both profound shock and renal failure were commonly encountered. As complications jaundice, rhabdomyolysis and polyneuropathy were frequently noted. Three patients died: 2 due to irreversible shock and 1 due to hospital-acquired sepsis. Legionnaire's disease can develop into life-threatening pneumonia requiring intensive care treatment in previously healthy subjects. As the clinical features are aspecific, careful search for predisposing circumstances such as recent travel or use of a contaminated water-supply is mandatory. As the diagnosis required positive serological tests in most patients, a considerable delay in diagnosis was noted. Despite the frequent occurrence of multiple organ failure, a favourable outcome can be anticipated in most cases.